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I once heard a preacher say the following, “The devil ultimately has two weapons over us: the past 

and the future. The devil will do all possible to keep us stuck in the past, especially if the past has 

memories bringing shame, guilt, failure, inadequacy, or horrible violation of trust.  The devil can 

make the future so frightening that we are paralyzed from making any commitments or from having 

any hope for what faces us.”  

The devil knows that God is always “present”, and when we stay focused in the present, we are 

always in God’s company. If we stay focused on the present, we give God the opportunity to heal 

and forgive the past and prepare us for the future. God redeems the past and promises us 

redemption for whatever is before us. God is always “present”, and always “present to us”. The devil 

does whatever to keep us in the past or the future but out of the present moment. 

The scribes studied the various interpretations of the Torah (Jewish religious law) and shared their 

study with those attending synagogue services. Jesus’ teaching is received by most of the people 

with astonishment and as a “new teaching with authority”. Jesus spoke not as one who interprets, 

but rather as one who imparts or gives the Law. Only God serves in that capacity and God was 

present teaching in that synagogue that day. 

However, not all receive it with joy. One man, overwhelmed and threatened by Jesus’ teaching 

interrupts and shouts him down. He is held captive by many dark spirits who claim that Jesus 

wants to “destroy us”. But Jesus is not so much interested in destruction as in liberation and 

redemption.  

Instead of receiving his words as a liberation and freedom from evil, the man’s inner demons 

interpret his words as danger, threats, and destruction. This leaves his inner foundation fractured 

and divided by an inability to hear and receive good news. 

Some raised in a violent or cold upbringing can carry those wounds into their own relationships of 

marriage and parenting. Because that is all they know or perhaps all they believe they deserve or 

are capable of, they have no reason or expectation of change. A “new teaching with authority” 

presents them with opportunities for redemption and healing. Knowing redemptive healing in their 

own lives allows them to break the cycles of abuse and violence and offer the same redemption to 

their marriage and family as well.  

On the other hand, we might have been raised in a wonderful family and all our needs were met, at 

times without any effort on our part. Life was easy growing up and we carry those expectations into 

our adult years. This can lead to an expectation of entitlement. We want what is ours and feel 

cheated when we don’t get it. A “new teaching with authority” can open our eyes to the meaning of 

“community”, “the common good”, “solidarity”, and the generous offering of our life for the basic 

needs of others. 

The voices telling us to expect only abuse or telling us to expect our entitlement are more often than 

not the devil whispering in our ear. Often we would say, “The devil you know is better than the devil 

you don’t know”. These are difficult to change and transform but not impossible; especially if 

instead of listening to the devil, we listen to the teaching of authority.  

Our spiritual life always needs re-examination. How do we see the world around us? Do we see the 

world as divided between them and us? This division occurs when people see the “other” “them” as 

those to be afraid of or threatening their livelihood.  



The Catholic Church is moving through a time of transition and change with Pope Francis. The 

recent Synod on Family Life revealed differences among the bishops throughout the world.  There is 

now an open discussion on hot button issues facing families and married couples. Such 

discussions among bishops could not have happened in such an open manner before. Issues once 

considered “settled” and “universally held” are now understood as “not so settled” and “not held 

universally” by bishops everywhere.  

Some react to Pope Francis the way the man reacted to Jesus, “You are going to destroy us.” For 

others, they don’t see the changes they want happening quickly enough and so see nothing different 

at all. Both extremes manifest a rigidity of spiritual darkness. 

Pope Francis speech closing first year of this Synod presented these two temptations among others, 

“One, a temptation to hostile inflexibility, that is, wanting to close oneself within the written word, 

(the letter) and not allowing oneself to be surprised by God, by the God of surprises, (the spirit); 

within the law, within the certitude of what we know and not of what we still need to learn and to 

achieve. From the time of Christ, it is the temptation of the zealous, of the scrupulous, of the 

solicitous and of the so-called – today – ‘traditionalists’ and also of the intellectuals. 

“The temptation to a destructive tendency to goodness, that in the name of a deceptive mercy binds 

the wounds without first curing them and treating them; that treats the symptoms and not the 

causes and the roots. It is the temptation of the ‘do-gooders,’ of the fearful, and also of the so-called 

‘progressives and liberals.’… Dear brothers and sisters, the temptations must not frighten or 

disconcert us, or even discourage us, because no disciple is greater than his master; so if Jesus 

Himself was tempted – and even called Beelzebul (cf. Mt 12:24) – His disciples should not expect 

better treatment.” 

True authority does not control, it liberates. True authority does not force but invite. 

Unhealthy authority or authoritarianism ceases to lead and inspire but instead reduces authority to 

power imposing and controlling others. Often this spirit comes from a self-righteousness that wants 

nothing more than to impose a point of view on everyone else. These voices speak from every point 

on the ideological scale, from extreme right to extreme left and every point in between. These voices 

serve to intimidate, silence, and impose. They desire the destruction of any ideas contrary to their 

own. Often, they unintentionally or intentionally tear down the person holding contrary ideas.  

Authoritarianism demands uniformity, but its power to build true community is at best shallow. 

Authority builds community and liberates all to live in peace. Divine authority heals the past, 

forgives sins, consoles broken hearts, and prepares for mission. Jesus spoke with authority in the 

synagogue and speaks true authority within the church today. We need not be ashamed of the past 

or be afraid of the future. The Risen Lord is always present to us, and demons tremble because of it. 

 


